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Feeling low is not really the same as low pot. Low
pot essentially means that you are experiencing undesirable
feelings at the moment and are trying to behave as though
those feelings did not exist. It takes a lot of trust to express
your low self-esteem feelings. Low pot is a form of lying to
yourself and others.

Now relax for a moment, then feel the state of your
pot today. Is it high or low? Has something special hap-
pened to give you this feeling, or do you feel this way most
of the time?

I hope that several members of your family will try
this experiment together. Tell one another your feelings.
Compare the things that make you feel low pot or high pot.
You may find new dimensions to the people you've been
living with all these years, and feel closer to one another as
a result.

I am convinced that there are no genes to carry
the feeling of worth. It is learned. And the family is
where it is learned. You learned to feel high pot or low
pot in the family your parents created And your children
are learning it in your family right now.

An infant coming into the world has no past, no
experience in handling himself, no scale on which to judge
his own worth. He must rely on the experiences he has
with the people around him and the messages they give him
about his worth as a person. For the first five or six years,
the child’s pot is formed by the family almost exclusively.
After he starts school, other influences come into play, but
the family remains important all through his adolescence.
Outside forces tend to reinforce the feelings of worth or
worthlessness that he has learned at home: the high-pot

child can weather many failures in school or among peers;

the low-pot child can experience many successes yet feel a
gnawing doubt about his own value.
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Every word, facial expression, gesture, or action on
the part of the parent gives the child some message about his
worth. It is sad that so many parents don’t realize the
effect these messages have on the child, and often don’t
even realize what messages they are sending. A mother may
accept the bouquet clutched in her three-year-old’s hand
and say, ‘“Where did you pick these?”’—her voice and
smile implying “How sweet of you to bring me these!
Where do such lovely flowers grow?” This message would
strengthen the child’s feelings of worth. Or she might say,
“How pretty!” but add, “did you pick these in Mrs.
Randall’s garden?”’—implying that the child was bad to steal
them. This message would make him feel wicked and worth-
less. Or she might say, “How pretty! Where did you pick
them?” but wear a worried, accusing expression that added,
“Did you steal them from Mrs. Randall’s garden?”” In this
case, she is building low pot but probably does not
realize it.
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3 Self-Worth: The Pot That Nobody Watches

When 1 was a little girl, I lived on a farm in
Wisconsin. On our back porch was a huge black iron pot,
which had lovely rounded sides and stood on three legs. My
mother made her own soap, so for part of the year the pot
was filled with soap. When threshing crews came through
in the summer, we filled the pot with stew. At other times
my father used it to store manure for my mother’s flower
beds. We all came to call it the *“3-S pot.” Whenever any-
one wanted to use the pot, he was faced with two questions:
What is the pot now full of, and how full is it?

Long afterward, when people would tell me of their
feelings of self-worth—whether they felt full or empty,
dirty, or even “cracked”—1 would think of that old pot.
One day several years ago, a family was sitting in my office,
and its members were trying to explain to one another how
they felt about themselves. I remembered the black pot
and told them the story. Soon the members of the family
were talking about their own individual “pots,” whether
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they contained feelings of worth or of guilt, shame, or
uselessness.

Before long this simple shorthand word was helping
many of my families express feelings that had been difficult
to talk about before. A father might say, “My pot is high
today,” and the rest of the family would know that he felt
on top of things, full of energy and good spirits, secure in
the knowledge that he really mattered. Or a son might say,
“ feel low-pot.” This told everyone that he felt that he did
not matter, that he felt tired or bored or bruised, not
particularly lovable. It might even mean that he had always
felt he was no good; that he had to take,what was handed
to him and could not complain.

Pot is a plain word, in this use almost a nonsense
word. Incidentally, I had this word long before marijuana
became popular, so I lay first claims to it. So many of the
words professional people use to talk about human beings
sound sterile and lack life-and-breath images. Families
seem to find it easier to express themselves in “pot’ terms
and to understand when other people express themselves
that way. They seem suddenly more comfortable, released

from our culture’s foolish taboo against talking about one’s
feelings. A wife, who would hesitate to tell her husband
that she feels inadequate, depressed, worthless, can say

frankly, “Don’t bother me now—my pot is dragging!”

So, in this book when I say “pot,” I mean self-worth
or self-esteem. And pot is what we are going to talk about
in this chapter.

In my many years of teaching young children,
treating families of all economic and social levels, training
people from all walks of life—from all the day-to-day
experiences of my professional and personal living, I am
convinced that the crucial factor in what happens both
inside people and between people is the picture of individual
worth that each person carries around with him—his pot.
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Integrity, honesty, responsibility, compassion, love
—all flow easily from the person whose pot is high. He
feels that he matters, that the world is a better place be-
cause he is here. He has faith in his own competence. He
is able to ask others for help, but he believes he can make
his own decisions and is his own best resource. Appreciating
his own worth, he is ready to see and respect the worth of
others. He radiates trust and hope. He doesn’t have rules
against anything he feels. He accepts all of himself as
human.

Vital people feel high-pot most of the time. True,
everyone experiences times when he would just as soon
chuck it all; when fatigue overwhelms him and the world
has dealt him too many disappointments too quickly; when
the problems of life suddenly seem more than he can
manage. But the vital person treats these temporary low-pot
feelings as just what they are—a crisis of the moment from
which he can emerge whole and something he can feel
uncomfortable about but does not have to hide.

Other people, however, spend most of their lives
in a low-pot condition. Because they feel they have little
worth, they expect to be cheated, stepped on, deprecated
by others. Expecting the worst, they invite it and usually
get it. To defend themselves, they hide behind a wall of
distrust and sink into the terrible human state of loneliness
and isolation. Thus separated from other people, they be-
come apathetic, indifferent toward themselves and those
around them. It is hard for them to see, hear, or think
clearly, and therefore they are more prone to step on and
deprecate others.

Fear is a natural consequence of this distrust and
isolation. Fear constricts and blinds you; it keeps you
from risking new ways of solving your problems and so
gives rise to still more self-defeating behavior. (Fear,

incidentally, is always fear of some future thing. I have
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observed that as soon as a person confronts or challenges
whatever he is afraid of, the fear vanishes.)
When the perennially low-pot person experiences

defeats—the kinds that would make even a vital person feel
low-pot for a while—he feels desperate. How can such a
worthless person as he cope with such troubles? he asks him-
self. Tt is not surprising that occasionally a low-pot person
under overwhelming pressure will resort to drugs or suicide
or murder. I truly believe that most of the pain, problems,
ugliness in life—even wars—are the result of someone’s
low pot, which he really can’t talk straight about.

Can you remember some time recently when your
spirits were up ? Perhaps the boss had just told you that you
had been promoted; or you worea becoming new dress
and received several compliments; or you handled a dif-
ficult problem with one of the children and everything
turned out happily. Try to go back now and feel again the
feelings you had that day. That is what it is like to feel
high pot.

Can you remember another occasion, when you
made an embarrassing slip, or a costly error; oryou were
scolded angrily by your boss or your spouse; oOr you felt
helpless in handling a problem with the children? Again,
go back and relive the feelings you had, even though it is
painful. Thatis what it is like to feel low pot.
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